to the concept of place, which according to Yi-Fu Tuan, is "undifferentiated space" that we have come to know better and have endowed with value (5). The book's aim, broadly, is to demonstrate how postcolonial fiction, poetry, and to a lesser extent, autobiographical writings (like Jamaica Kincaid's oddly-titled My Garden (Book):), attempt to redirect, contest, and/or enhance the way we comprehend some of the challenges facing a world whose borders are becoming increasingly porous, and what they potentially signify for the immediate present and the not-too-distant future.
Following the introductory chapter, which provides the reader with the objectives and scope of the study, including a chapter-by-chapter outline, the second chapter considers the problematics of atlases and map-making.
It begins by demonstrating how a tacit Eurocentric ideology in early cartographic models, like Gerardus Mercator's influential 1569 world map, had played an indirect role in instigating and justifying colonization by, for example, deliberately accentuating the size of the European continent to imply greatness and power, and Western-led projects can sometimes indirectly perpetuate a neo-colonizing intent that, on a long term, is detrimental to the success of any green movement. Using Ghosh's novel, The Hungry Tide, as a case study, Thieme argues how the novel potentially provides an alternative blueprint to environmentalist pursuits that involve native expertise as equals and take into account local concerns so as to be more effective in securing the present natural world for future generations.
Relating to the fifth chapter is the next, which is perhaps my favorite due to its focus on fauna. Texts considered in Chapter Six include R.K. Narayan's classic, The Tiger of Malgudi, The White Bone by Canadian novelist, Barbara Gowdy, and Yann Martel's Life of Pi (recently made into a film by director Ang Lee). Attention is given to the question of animal endangerment and protection, and more notably, the representation of animals as allegorical vehicles for expressing criticism against the human. Unsurprisingly, the tiger is featured prominently in Thieme's discussion, since it is a main character in both Narayan and Martel's novels. Chapter Seven moves from zoology to urban space, particularly London and Bombay (Mumbai), as a focus for investigation. Discussing the depiction of the former in Selvon's text and Brian Chikwava's rather bleak novel, Harare North, and of the latter in a couple of Rushdie's works and Aravind Adiga's Last Man in the Tower, the turn to urban space in this chapter demonstrates the extent to which the postcolonial subject arrives (or fails to arrive) at a sense of belonging SARE, Vol. 54, Issue 2 | 2017 4 | Ng and identity in a place whose amorphous and perpetually shifting nature can either motivate him or her toward self-reinvention and transcendence, or cause self-erasure by overwhelming the subject with a sense of inconsequential anonymity and perpetual stasis.
The only two issues I have with Thieme's study are minor ones that reflect a personal preference rather than any shortcoming with his analysis. The first concerns his criticism of Narayan's novel for something the narrative arguably never intended to explore in the first place. As such, Thieme seems to me to be setting up Narayan's text as a straw man to drive his point about the lack of concern for animal conservationism in early postcolonial literature when compared to more recent works like Ghosh's The Hungry Tide. The second has to do with the often large selection of texts in each chapter that results in a cursory treatment of literature, with the argument being based mostly on a few, and sometimes rather short, excerpts per narrative (in one case, just the introductory and closing passages). While I understand the need to be representative in scope, I feel that the study would have gained in depth if fewer works were included for a more sustained discussion.
On the whole, however, Postcolonial Literary Geographies reads effortlessly and is packed full of stimulating ideas. Thieme's choice of literary (and a few autobiographical) works relevantly supports the array of points he raises, and his interpretation of them is both persuasive and insightful. His focus on space/place, cartography, and the environment opens up a fascinating new window into postcolonial literary scholarship that has hitherto been defined mostly by issues of race, migration, and gender. It is hoped that Thieme's valuable contribution will encourage the development of more scholarly projects on postcolonial writings along ecocritical lines.
